






imagery	 to	 form	 a	 stereotype	 of	 the	modern	 pedal	 harp	 as	 an	 instrument	 capable	 of	 a	
relatively	narrow	band	of	expression.	Similarly,	its	fundamentally	diatonic	design	gives	rise	






























harp	 writing	 that	 has	 its	 origins	 in	 French	 impressionist	 music.	 Common	 tropes	 are	
identified,	and	conceptually	opposing	techniques	and	ideas	presented	in	the	context	of	a	
new	work	 for	solo	harp,	extracts	of	which	 illustrate	some	of	 the	approaches	explored,	




writing;	 instead,	 my	 own	 creative	 approach	 takes	 as	 its	 starting	 point	 a	 deliberately	
antithetical	 position	 to	 the	 impressionist	 stereotype.	 This	 study	 explores	 the	
compositional	 possibilities	 that	 arise	 from	 such	 a	 conscious	 attempt	 to	 reframe	 the	
character	of	the	harp.	This	is	demonstrated	through	an	aesthetic	that	is	far	removed	from	
that	 traditionally	 associated	with	 the	 harp,	 giving	 an	 insight	 into	 the	 capabilities	 and	
alternative	character	of	the	instrument.	
	 Two	complementary	approaches	separate	issues	of	timbre	and	pitch,	although	they	






using	 fixed	 pedal	 positions	 to	 generate	 new	 modalities	 that	 arise	 directly	 from	 the	
mechanics	of	 the	 instruments.	The	 intention	 is	 to	 let	 the	materiality	of	 the	 instrument	
generate	 a	 tonal	 space	 that	 disregards	 the	 chromatic	 dexterity	 that	 arose	 from	 the	
instrument’s	nineteenth-century	development,	and	that	was	so	essential	to	it	finding	a	
place	in	non-tonal	chamber	music.	






the	 examples	 presented.	 Both	 areas	 are	 worthy	 of	 further	 exploration	 and	 have	 the	





approach,	 and	 its	 self-imposed	 limitations,	 is	 to	 generate	 a	 compositional	 outlook	 in	
which	the	unidiomatic	possibilities	of	the	harp	become	the	very	material	of	the	music,	the	
instrument	itself	defining	the	content	and	style	of	its	repertoire.	










anti-Romantic	 and	 an	 extreme	 counterweight	 to	 the	 harp’s	 stereotype,	 the	 results	 of	
Salzedo’s	study	are	presented	in	an	idiom	that	still	has	clear	routes	in	earlier	traditions.	
My	intention	sits	somewhere	in	the	middle,	as	I	aim	to	find	solutions	that	bring	a	new	







for	harp	and	marimba.	Composed	 in	 its	 first	 form	in	2012,	 the	work	was	substantially	
revised	 in	 2015	 with	 a	 deliberate	 attempt	 to	 challenge	 idiomatic	 writing	 for	 each	
instrument.	As	a	percussionist,	 I	am	acutely	aware	of	 the	clichés	that	can	be	relied	on	
when	writing	 for	marimba,	 and	 in	Be	 still	 attempted	 to	 create	music	 that	 disregards	
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marimba’s	 upper	 range	 in	 spacious	 high	 lines,	 whilst	 exploiting	 the	 subtle	 resonance	
lower	down.	
	 Be	still	is	made	up	of	ten	short	movements	that	are	conceptualised	as	fragments.	I	
have	 discussed	 my	 approach	 to	 composing	 with	 fragments	 elsewhere,	 especially	 in	
contrast	 to	miniatures	 and	other	 forms	of	 brevity	 (Scheuregger,	2015,	 2016),	 but	 the	
important	issues	in	the	context	of	this	study	are	the	notion	a	fragmentary	soundworld	
and	aspects	of	the	technical	approach	to	writing	for	the	harp.	Be	still	is	characterised	by	
sparse,	hollow	sounds,	 and	makes	no	use	of	 the	 lush,	 cascading	qualities	 traditionally	
associated	with	the	instrument.	The	harp	is	mostly	left	to	resonate,	with	some	fragments	
containing	 limited	or	no	damping.	The	opening	 (Figure	1)	demonstrates	 this,	 the	 two	
instruments	 working	 together	 to	 create	 successive	 resonant	 spaces	 within	 which	 a	



















and	sound	 (Scheuregger,	2015,	p.	52).	Whilst	 the	 technical	devices	used	here	may	be	
found	individually	in	much	harp	writing,	their	combination	is	not	redolent	of	a	traditional	























Debussy	 sound	described	 above.	Whilst	 the	 results	 of	my	 compositional	work	 do	 not	









with	 continuous	 passagework	 and	 rapid	 patterns	 of	 chords	 –	 especially	 repeated	 re-
voicings	of	the	same	chord	–	that	act	to	extend	the	resonance	of	the	instrument,	and	give	
the	 impression	 of	 greater	 volume	 and	 depth	 of	 sound.	 Lastly,	 cascading	 and	 flowing	
movement	can	be	equated	to	passages	of	regular	broken	chords,	or	the	use	of	the	vast	
array	 of	 glissandi	 uniquely	 available	 to	 the	 harp,	 including	 all	major	 and	minor	 keys,	










other	 instruments.	 By	 adapting	 these,	 a	 sound	 that	 fits	 this	 new	 description	 can	 be	
achieved.	Techniques	which	most	influence	sound	production	are	primarily	to	do	with	












and	 for	 explanations	 of	 other	 techniques	 used	 here).	 These	 sounds	 have	 clear	 pitch	
content,	 but	 by	 changing	 playing	 position,	 dry	 sounds	with	 different	 qualities	 can	 be	
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in	 a	 technique	 described	 as	 xylophonic	 (Einarsdóttir,	 2013).	 Strings	 can	 be	 played	 or	
muted	with	other	objects,	and	the	soundboard	 itself	may	be	struck,	either	as	a	purely	
percussive	effect	or	in	combination	with	plucking	the	string	to	create	a	Bartók	pizzicato.3	






their	 compounds).	 Equally,	 inharmonic	 percussive	 sounds,	 with	 little	 pitch	 but	 great	
volume,	will	 excite	 the	 resonance	of	multiple	strings	 regardless	of	 their	 tuning.	These	
techniques	can	be	used	to	form	a	resonant	space	in	which	dry	and	muted	sounds	interact.	
The	level	to	which	such	resonance	is	controlled	is	up	to	the	composer,	with	approaches	
ranging	 from	merely	 instructing	 the	 player	 not	 to	mute	 strings,	 to	 composing	with	 a	
precise	understanding	of	the	sounds	being	created.	













brackets	 is	 helpful	 here,	 whilst	 established	 abbreviations	 and	 symbols	 help	 reduce	





is	 following	 the	 playing	 hand	 to	 effect	 the	 change	 of	 timbre.	 Brackets	 indicating	 the	
duration	of	certain	techniques	are	useful	 to	allay	any	confusion.	Detailed	performance	






defined	 sound.	 Damping	 is	 a	 crucial	 part	 of	 harp	 technique,	 and	 is	 used	 to	 ensure	










to	 create	 clarity,	 and	 the	 high	 register	 needing	 support	 to	 give	 resonance,	 further	
counterweights	 to	 idiomatic	 writing	 can	 be	 considered.	 The	 low	 register	 might	 be	
embraced	as	resonant,	muddy	and	capable	of	great	tonal	ambiguity;	the	high	register	as	
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suited	 to	 intentionally	 hollow	 sounds	 as	 shown	 in	 Figure	 3	 (bar	 7).	 The	 sympathetic	
resonance	created	across	the	instrument	may	also	be	embraced	as	a	desirable	feature,	
rather	than	avoided	in	pursuit	of	clarity.	If	arising	from	notes	in	the	same	harmonic	series,	
















transpositions	 through	 different	 pedal	 settings:	 starting	 with	 all	 pedals	 in	 the	 flat	
position,	one	pedal	at	a	time	must	be	moved	in	the	sharp	direction	to	move	efficiently	
through	 the	 cycle	of	 fifths.	 In	 tonally	 straightforward	music,	pedalling	may	need	 little	
consideration	 by	 the	 composer,	 and	 although	 use	 of	 chromatic	 alterations	 brings	
complications	–	a	melodic	minor	scale	would,	 for	example,	require	a	 change	of	pedals	
when	 changing	 direction	 –	 these	 are	 relatively	 straightforward	 to	 negotiate.	 More	
advanced	tonal	music	in	the	nineteenth	century,	and	ultimately	expressionist	and	non-
tonal	music,	pose	more	difficulties;	dodecaphonic	music	for	the	harp	requires	extreme	
care	 in	 its	composition.	For	the	composer	writing	music	requiring	the	 frequent	use	of	
more	than	seven	pitches,	planning	pedal	positions	is	crucial	to	success	(Adler,	2002,	p.	
92).	 The	 technical	 facility	 required	 of	 harpists	 gives	 composers	 a	 fully	 chromatic	























flat	 Hungarian	 minor.	 The	 clustering	 of	 minor	 seconds	 (D–E-flat–F-flat)	 offers	 rich	
chromatic	 potential,	 and	 creates	 a	 degree	 of	 ambiguity	 as	 to	 the	 tonal	 centre.	 In	 this	
context,	the	A-flat	does	not	form	an	overt	melodic	centre,	although	it	is	a	prominent	pitch	
in	the	fragment.	The	harp	is	left	to	resonate,	emphasising	the	lack	of	re-pedalling	whilst	






is	not	a	radical	concept	 in	 itself	–	diatonic	music	which	does	not	depart	 from	one	key	
would	 achieve	 this.	 However,	 the	 approach	 can	 create	 distinctive	modalities	 that	 are	
intrinsically	 linked	 to	 the	 instrument,	 whilst	 the	 harp’s	 unique	 pedal	 system	 creates	






	 Gotham	and	Gunn	(2016)	set	out	all	pitch-class	sets	available	 in	 the	2,187	pedal	









pitch	 possibilities	 that	 provides	 at	 least	 technical	 guidance,	 and	 perhaps	 even	
material	 inspiration.	 For	 instance,	 some	 composers	 may	 find	 the	 effects	 of	
individual	pedal	changes	to	be	a	way	of	guiding	successive	pitch	structures	in	a	
piece,	or	they	may	find	that	the	relative	preponderance	of	certain	sets	(and	even	






multiple	 modes,	 which	 may	 in	 themselves	 be	 of	 great	 compositional	 interest.	 In	 the	
interests	of	brevity,	and	of	identifying	some	of	the	more	unusual	options,	pedal	settings	
used	here	are	limited	to	those	containing	only	four	pitches,	and	the	most	prevalent	set	






Of	 the	 harp’s	 2,187	 possible	 pedal	 settings,	many	 are	 transpositional	 equivalents,	 or	
duplicate	 the	 same	pitch	material	 exactly.	 They	 contain	 a	maximum	of	 seven	 distinct	
pitches,	and	a	minimum	of	 four,	with	scales	of	 fewer	than	seven	pitches	–	whole	tone,	










contains	both.	Where	one	pair	 is	present,	 two	possible	 tunings	arise;	with	both	pairs,	




	 The	 characteristics	 of	 these	 42	 tunings	 are	 limited	 to	 eight	 possible	 chords	 in	
various	transpositions,	all	of	which	are	seventh	chords	of	one	kind	or	another	as	outlined	
in	Figure	5.	The	 same	prime	 form	 is	present	across	pairs	of	 chords	 that	 are	 inversely	
related:	for	example,	a	dominant	seventh,	which	comprises	a	major	third	followed	by	two	















more	 prevalent	 than	 others:	 ten	 pedal	 settings	 will	 produce	 minor	 seventh	 chords	
(although	each	distinct	chord	can	be	created	by	two	different	settings),	whilst	only	one	
will	create	an	augmented	seventh.	The	three	transpositions	of	 the	diminished	seventh	
chord	 are	 available	 in	 three	 pedal	 settings,	meaning	 diminished	 chords	 on	 all	 twelve	
pitches	are	possible.	From	these	observations,	a	composer	may	go	in	various	directions.	
The	prevalence	of	minor	seventh	chords	might	suggest	an	organisation	of	pitch	through	













double	octave,	 and	major	 third	harmonics	 (the	 second	 to	 fifth	partials),	 extending	the	
pitch	material	of	each	pedal	setting	(although	some	pitches	will	be	duplicated	from	the	















the	 range	 of	 possibilities	 offered	 to	 the	 composer,	 but	 presents	 a	 clear	 relationship	
between	pitch	material,	namely	three	transpositions	of	the	same	four-note	set.	A	unified	




	 I	 will	 restrict	 the	 demonstration	 of	 four-note	 pitch-class	 sets	 to	 that	 which	 is	
available	 in	only	one	pedal	position:	E	augmented	seventh,	or	 [0,2,4,8].	Here,	 the	 four	
pitches	are	extended	 to	nine	 through	 the	use	of	harmonics	as	shown	 in	Figure	6.	The	
opening	 of	 the	 new	 solo	 harp	 work	 uses	 this	 material	 (Figure	 7).	 This	 is	 an	 almost	








texture,	 timbral	 devices	 are	 used	 to	 create	 further	 harmonically	 rich	 sounds.	 The	
combination	of	près	de	la	table	and	using	the	fingernails	in	the	low	register	emphasises	













the	 player	 the	 freedom	 to	 vary	 the	 tempo	 in	 a	 manner	 that	 maintains	 maximum	















form	 of	 [0,1,2,4,7,8,9],	 these	 settings	 produce	 two	 possible	 scales,	 with	 an	 interval	
sequences	in	semitones	of	1-1-3-2-1-1-3	and	1-1-2-3-1-1-3.	These	are	inversely	related	
–	the	intervals	of	one	can	be	reversed	to	create	the	other	–	so	are	classified	as	the	same	























clusters	 around	 the	 tonic	 and	 fifth,	 as	 shown	 in	 Figure	 10.	 This	 is	 merely	 a	 way	 of	









change	 here,	 the	 two	 chromatic	 trichords	 resisting	 any	 strong	 aural	 relationship	 to	 a	
tonic.	Nevertheless,	 a	 tonal	 centre	may	be	 found	 in	any	of	 the	seven	pitches.	The	 two	





































share	 five	 of	 their	 seven	 pitch	 classes.	 However,	 the	 cycle	 does	 not	 continue	 a	






















between	 linked	collections	without	 the	baggage	of	a	 tonal	centre:	 in	 this	scenario,	 the	
interplay	 of	modes	one	 and	 two,	 and	 the	 recurrence	 of	 chromatic	 clusters,	may	 be	of	










which	 the	 scalic	 relationship	 between	 pitches	 is	 not	 emphasised.	 Instead,	 fifths	
predominate	to	generate	a	large,	tonally	ambiguous	pitch	space.	The	eight	notes	of	bars	
1–2	 have	 the	 gestural	 quality	 of	 a	 cycle	 of	 fifths,	 even	 when	 the	 intervals	 change,	









the	 instrument	 can	 further	 determine	 the	 use	of	 pitch.	 Indeed,	 the	 concept	of	 a	 pivot	










writing.	 These	 have	 been	 focused	 around	 timbre	 and	 pitch,	with	 abstract	 ideas	 given	
alongside	applied	examples	in	three	extracts	from	a	new	work	for	solo	harp.	The	aim	has	
been	 to	 counterbalance	 stereotyped	sounds	with	new	 timbral	 ideas,	 re-examining	 the	








inflected	 standard	 techniques,	 the	 variety	 of	 sonorities	 is	 demonstrated	 in	 the	 short	
extracts	 from	 the	 new	work,	 whilst	 leaving	many	 options	 open.	 Resonance	 has	 been	
approached	by	considering	the	implications	of	basic	harp	technique,	and	how	this	relates	
to	the	different	registers,	with	the	possibilities	of	muddied	low	resonance	suggested,	and	





used	 to	 create	 more	 complex,	 interrelated	 structures,	 has	 been	 demonstrated,	 and	
reflects	a	generalised	principle	that	could	be	applied	to	other	such	settings.	At	the	other	
end,	 the	 most	 prevalent,	 seven-note	 pitch-class	 set	 has	 been	 considered	 in	 terms	 of	
interrelated	modes,	which	further	develop	the	idea	of	large-scale	pitch	relationships	that	
are	tied	to	the	physicality	of	the	harp.	
	 Finally,	 this	 study	 raises	 more	 general	 issues	 around	 idiomatic	 writing	 for	





produces	 sounds	which	 are	 also	 broadly	 familiar:	 no	 retuning	 of	 individual	 strings	 is	
used,	 either	 to	 extend	 the	 seven-note	 limit,	 or	 to	 introduce	 microtones.	 Instead,	 the	
underlying	 connection	 with	 the	 harp’s	 pedal	 mechanism	 provides	 a	 conceptual	
counterweight	to	traditional	practice.	Overall,	the	approach	taken	can	be	characterised	
as	 an	 attempt	 to	 embrace	 and	 redefine	 the	 natural	 qualities	 of	 the	 harp.	 A	 different	
approach	 to	 idiomatic	 writing	 could	 have	 been	 used,	 treating	 the	 instrument	 as	 a	
completely	 blank	 canvas,	 and	 finding	 techniques	 which	 produce	 sounds	 without	 any	
reference	 to	 established	 techniques.	 Both	 this	 approach	 and	my	 own	 represent	 valid	
strategies	for	redefining	idiomatic	writing	–	as	would	the	many	approaches	in	between	–	
but	each	has	its	own	aesthetic	context	that	is	fundamentally	linked	with	the	composer.	
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